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DR BRUCE BURNETT 
Faculty of Education, Queensland University 
of Technology
Dr Bruce Burnett was originally a primary 
teacher who has spent over ten years across 
various school and university settings in 
Japan. He is currently a Senior Lecturer at 
Queensland University of Technology in 
Brisbane where he lectures in Sociology. 
Bruce and his colleague Dr Jo Lampert, 
have a particular interest in the low SES 
schooling sector and are co-leaders on the 
Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged 
Schools project. This project attempts to 
address the significant social issue of 
educational disadvantage through the 
selective placement of an elite cohort of 
high performing pre-service teachers in the 
most disadvantaged schools.
Exceptional Teachers for 
Disadvantaged Schools Project 
Prepared by  
Dr Bruce Burnett and Dr Jo Lampert 
Background/context to the ETDS project 
A major issue facing Australia is addressing an 
education system that OECD’s data from the 
Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) show is of high quality, but low equity. In 
other words, while Australian schools score relatively 
high in terms of international benchmarks related 
to quality, the same cannot be said in relation to 
indicators of social background or socioeconomic 
status (SES). The federal and state responses to this 
dilemma can be found in a coordinated national 
agenda targeting social inclusion. Two key policy 
areas within this agenda relate directly to the 
Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools 
Project (ETDS). These are the Higher Education 
Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP) 
and the National Partnership Agreements on Low 
Socio-economic Status School Communities and 
Improving Teacher Quality. 
Outline of the ETDS project
There are currently no Australian evidence-
based, theorised models for how faculties of 
education should prepare new teachers to work 
in disadvantaged schools. The ETDS project is 
situated within the largest faculty of education 
in Australia and aims to develop such a model of 
teacher training especially designed to address the 
urgent need for high-quality teachers in the most 
disadvantaged schools. 
The ETDS project acknowledges the influence 
of teachers on student achievement and targets 
curriculum renewal at the crucial pre-service cycle of 
teacher training. The project builds its model around 
practicum placements, in the third and fourth 
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years of the four-year undergraduate Bachelor of 
Education (Primary and Secondary) and places 
selected pre-service teachers in disadvantaged 
practicum settings (carefully pairing them with 
participating mentors/supervising teachers). 
The project is novel in that it is closely aligned 
with national and state policy, and through its 
cohort model of practicum placement ensures the 
best suited pre-service teachers are equipped to 
teach and encouraged to select employment in 
disadvantaged schools. A key difference between 
the ETDS project and previous attempts to address 
disadvantage through improved teacher education is 
the focus on the academic quality of the pre-service 
teachers. The focus on academic excellence is a 
foundational aspect of the ETDS project: it addresses 
the urgent need to achieve more academic quality 
teaching within disadvantaged settings (an aspect 
increasingly emphasised in National Assessment 
Program – Literacy and Numeracy [NAPLAN] data). 
The ETDS project began in May 2010 with 
the selection of twenty-seven Bachelor of 
Education students (chosen from a total cohort 
of approximately 600 third-year students). While 
the first cohort of ETDS students was identified 
on the basis of high Grade Point Average (GPA) of 
6 or above – approximately the top 5 per cent of 
students, a clear aim of the research component 
within ETDS is to identify a range of other attributes 
of quality teachers for disadvantaged schools. 
The first group of ETDS students was finalised in 
June 2010, were interviewed, then selected on 
the basis of their exceptionally high GPA, their 
performance in key socio-cultural subjects/courses, 
a demonstrated commitment to the project’s 
objectives and requirements of the trial, and a firm 
understanding of the cultural and socioeconomic 
factors that impact student educational outcomes. 
The ETDS project overtly moves teacher education 
for disadvantaged schools from the ‘missionary’ 
and deficit model approaches of the recent past, 
and develops both a theory and practice of teacher 
training that aims to address the academic, social 
and economic outcomes of disadvantage. Since 
July 2010, the ETDS participants have undertaken 
a foundation socio-cultural course/unit at the 
Queensland University of Technology Kelvin Grove 
campus where they participated as a separate 
cohort with a distinct low SES curriculum focus. 
Currently, the 27 students are undertaking the first 
of several field experience placements in a number 
of Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage 
(IRSED)-identified school locations including 
Thursday Island in far north Queensland, regional 
Queensland centres such as Murgon, as well as in a 
band of schools located across the outer suburbs of 
Brisbane.
The ETDS program and the long-term 
strategic implications for Regional 
Australia
Educational disadvantage linked to low SES is 
clearly not just an urban phenomenon. Some of 
the most severely disadvantaged communities 
are to be found throughout regional Australia. 
Compounding elements of socioeconomic 
disadvantage experienced by regional youth within 
these communities is another layer of disadvantage 
linked to educational access. Access in this context 
extends to schools and the curricula offered in these 
sites, to a stable/capable teaching staff and to post-
secondary training in both the TAFE and university 
sectors. Within regional settings there is a complex 
multi-tier process of disadvantage that impacts both 
on the aspirations and tangible options available for 
youth. While the ETDS program has been running 
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for only six months, it is envisaged nonetheless that 
the program presents the following implications/
benefits for Regional and Rural Australia.
•	 A teacher-training model (within a four-year 
mainstream degree) that can provide targeted 
field placements and key pre-service curricula 
for a diverse range of disadvantaged/non-
metropolitan school settings. ETDS can be 
distinguished from other programs such as 
Teach for Australia in that it is scalable and 
transferable to other institutions including 
regional universities.
•	 ETDS maps closely to HEPPP and the National 
School Partnership Agreements particularly in 
terms of the role of universities in raising the 
educational aspirations of target equity groups, 
teacher quality and low SES schooling reform.
•	 ETDS uses a people-rich approach that ensures 
the development of ongoing familiarisation, 
site experiences and exposure to targeted 
educational settings enabling ETDS students to 
establish the required relationships/skills and 
dispositions.
•	 Targets critical points in the teacher ‘lifecycle’ 
to attract, train, place, develop and retain 
quality teachers and leaders in schools and 
classrooms – builds capacity in targeted 
communities, schools and universities through 
the identification and support for an elite group 
of future educational leaders.
•	 By selecting an elite and distinct cohort the 
ETDS project will raise the status of teaching 
within disadvantaged settings and encourage 
more exceptional pre-service teachers to 
consider beginning their careers in those 
settings, and to feel confident within this sector. 
